The visitor coming to The Metropolitan Museum of Art for the first time has probably heard of the richness and extent of its collections of paintings and sculpture; its archaeological collections from the ancient Near East, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, from China, Japan, and India; and its huge and varied decorative arts collections.
The newly opened Marquand gallery in i889, and the same gallery in 1907 Metropolitan and other American art museums were founded, they followed closely upon this British precedent.
Another important factor in arousing and sustaining enthusiasm for an art museum in New York was the surprising success and popularity of the temporary art gallery assembled from New York studios and private collections for display at the Metropolitan Fair in I864. This fair was organized to raise money for the care of soldiers wounded in the Civil War, and the committees of men and women responsible for the art gallery set an important precedent by bringing together the leading artists of New York, with certain influential political, financial, and social figures. Among the people on these committees were some who were to be the leaders in organizing and founding The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
The foundation of the Museum itself was set in motion two years later in Paris, on the Fourth of July, I866, when a group of patriotic American ladies and gentlemen gathered at the Pre Catalan to celebrate the occasion with a ball and a banquet. The principal after-dinner speaker was John Jay, an important figure in New York legal and political circles. His address that evening, partly serious, partly humorous, was on the subject of the invasion of Europe by American tourists. During the course of his remarks, he suggested that the time had come for the American people to lay the foundation of a national institution and gallery of art. Before the evening was over, a group of gentlemen from New York had formed themselves into a committee to investigate ways and means of transforming Mr. Jay's suggestion into fact, and the ultimate 
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The Cesnola collection of vases in I907, and the present gallery of early Greek vases the landmarks of the city, its air of monumental calm, completion, and architectural repose is false. Since the first building plans were drawn, no year has passed when some part of the building was not in the hands of architects. Actually, the building has never been completed. If new construction was not in progress, interior reconstruction or rearrangement was under way. It might reasonably be considered as a sort of cultural coral reef, always growing and changing.
The collections, too, are always changing -growing, being refined and culled over to eliminate lesser works and substitute more important examples. Some time during 1904 or I905, when Henry James was in this country, he came to see the Museum and wrote an interesting passage about it that was published in his book The American Scene. His remarks are too long and rambling to be quoted entire but toward the end of his description of the Museum he wrote: "It is a palace of art, truly, that sits there on the edge of the Park, rearing itself with a radiance, yet offering you expanses to tread .... From the moment the visitor takes in two or three things -first, perhaps, the scale on which, in the past, bewildering tribute has flowed in; second, the scale on which it must absolutely now flow out; and, third, the presumption created by the vivacity of these two movements for a really fertilizing stir of the ground -he sees the whole place as the field of a drama.... Education, clearly, was going to seat herself in these marble hallsadmirably prepared for her, to all appearance -and issue her instructions without regard to cost. The obvious, the beautiful, the thrilling thing was that, without regard to cost either, they were going to be obeyed.... "The Museum, in short, was going to be great, and in the geniality of the life to come such sacrifices, though resembling those of the funeral-pile of Sardanapalus, dwindled to nothing." This acute appraisal of the position of the Museum, and the prophetic remarks about Education and the necessity for weeding out the collections may have had their influence here, for shortly after his book was published ambitious educational programs were inaugurated and the collections were given their first major critical examination by experts. Many galleries were completely reinstalled, and countless objects of minor interest were relegated to storage and later disposed of at auction. This is a process that has continued, though usually in a quieter way, ever since.
The ways in which objects are displayed have also changed greatly. In the interests of clarity and comprehensibility, there has been a perceptible trend, accelerated in recent years, to concentrate and simplify the exhibits-to have more, but show less. The serried rows of all-but-indistinguishable archaeological specimens and decorative duplicates, which made many of the early galleries impressive but stupefying, have given way in the cases to a few superlative examples, carefully selected. The specimens and duplicates and lesser works are available to the specialist for study, but are not on public view. One reason that this Museum -like any major American museum -is so complex is that its basic "personality," if it can be called that, is derived from various other, older social organizations. It is in fact a modern hybrid, bred with mingled characteristics of the cathedral, the royal palace, the theater, the school, the library, and, according to some critics, the department store. As the emphasis of interest or activity shifts, the character of the organization changes. Thus when the museum serves as a place of entertainment it takes on the dramatic quality of the theater, when it is used for scholarly purposes it can become an ivory tower, when its educational activities are stressed it becomes a school. For the scientist or professor it may seem to be merely a series of specimens illustrating a seductive theory, or a library of artifacts filed in chronological order. In the family of social institutions invented by man, the place of the museum is not rigidly fixed. It is pliant and can develop in many directions, or sometimes move simultaneously in several directions.
These multiple facets of the museum's personality, and the dualities of Preservation and Use, of Education and Entertainment, generate the tensions that give the institution vitality and liveliness, lacking in more staid and antique institutions devoted to single purposes.
Let us for a moment cast aside the restricting concentrations of the scholarly specialist, no matter how necessary they may be for the student, the professor, or the scientific research worker, for they usually see in the museum only fragments of their The Heber R. Bishop Jade Room, o1909, decorated as a replica of the donor's ballroom
